Employee engagement has consistently been rated as one of the top issues on chief executive officers' lists of priorities and is a main focus of attention of both academics and human resources practitioners. A number of studies focus on employee engagement in the private sector, however there are relatively fewer studies that focus on employee engagement in government institutions. The aim of this study was twofold: Firstly, the validity and reliability of the employee engagement instrument for government institutions were determined. Secondly, it was determined if any significant differences could be detected between the employee engagement levels of the various biographical groups that participated in the survey. A quantitative research study was conducted using a database of a research company. The database in question is made up of 285 000 business people from various industries and sizes of business and who occupy different roles, reflecting the profile of the South African working population. A total of 4 099 employees, of which 427 represented government institutions, completed the employee engagement questionnaire. The results confirmed the validity and reliability of the questionnaire for government institutions, but with a slightly different structure. Some biographical groupings indicated that they experience employee engagement in a significantly different way. The results indicate that the younger employees together with top and senior management experience the highest levels of engagement in government institutions. The significance of these results is that not all biographical groups' engagement levels can be managed equally.
INTRODUCTION
Numerous research articles are frequently published on employee engagement, work engagement and engagement (Barnes & Collier, 2013 ) attribute a number of positive outcomes to an engaged workforce. These outcomes include improved productivity, job satisfaction, work wellbeing, low absenteeism, strong and authentic values, mutual respect, improved or successful performance, talent management, growth and stakeholder return, more satisfied and loyal customers, better quality products or services and greater growth potential. Researchers moreover indicate that an engaged workforce ultimately affects bottom-line results (Maclead & Clarke, 2009; Nelson & Cooper, 2012; Werner, 2014) . It is thus important that organisations should continuously aspire to improve the engagement levels of their employees.
A number of definitions are used in the literature, depending on the research scope and the constructs measured to define engagement. The definitions focus on constructs such as a set of positive attitudes and behaviours that enable high job performance of a kind that is in tune with an organisation's mission (Storey, Wright & Ulrich, 2008) , and the creation of opportunities for employees to connect with their colleagues, managers and the wider organisation, creating an environment in which employees are motivated to connect with their work and to really care about doing a good job, (Gatenby, Rees, Soane & Truss,2009 ). The three authors added " It is a concept that places flexibility, change and continuous improvement at the heart of what it means to be an employee and an employer in a twenty-first century workplace" Viljoen (2015) from an African context positions engagement as the output of human energy in the system to performthe system results is the interplay between individual potential, the group potential and the organisational potential within the context of a specific industry or a national culture. Imandin, Bisschoff and Botha (2014:521 ) came to the following conclusion after investing a number of employee engagement definitions: "Drawing on the various definitions of employee engagement discussed above, it is apparent that an important thread runs through all the definitions described above, this being the extent of employee discretionary effort to his/her work".
According to Maclead and Clarke (2009) , "despite there being some debate about the precise meaning of employee engagement there are three things we know about it: it is measurable; it can be correlated with performance; and it varies from poor to great. Most importantly employers can do a great deal to impact on people's level of engagement. That is what makes it so important, as a tool for business success." Rich, Lepine and Crawford (2010) found in their research that engagement was a better predictor of performance than job involvement, job satisfaction and intrinsic motivation.
Consequently, the most appropriate description/definition of employee engagement for purposes of this research is the following definition by Nienaber and Martins (2015:5) : "Employee engagement refers to 'engaged employees' at both the individual and organisational level, who are fully absorbed by and enthusiastic about their work, and so take positive action to further the organisation's reputation and interests". This definition moreover reflects the constructs measured in the employee engagement survey used in this research.
This study thus focuses on employee engagement as measured by the South African employee engagement measure and specifically the validation of the instrument in respect of government institutions. Secondly, the focus is to determine if any significant differences could be detected between the various biographical groups that participated in the survey.
Employee engagement in government
Current research on engagement in South Africa mostly focuses on engagement in the private sector; minimal research on this topic is conducted in government institutions. This disparity might be related to cost, as it is expensive to conduct employee engagement surveys. Moreover, government officials might not yet see the value of engaged employees and there might be a lack of specific measuring instruments to measure the construct in government institutions. According to Mafini and Dlodlo (2014) , the South African public service has been characterised by inefficiency and ineffectiveness in terms of meeting its mandate of ensuring quality service delivery. This is in contrast to the private sector, which is renowned for its world-class service. In the United Kingdom's public sector there is a growing understanding of the importance of engagement as a medium of driving the performance and wellbeing of public servants. This is reflected in the decision of the Civil Service to carry out its first service-wide survey of employee engagement in 2009, covering some 500 000 civil servants (Maclead and Clarke, 2009 ).
Eldor and Vigoda-Gadot (2013:10-11) ask the important question of why engagement is so important in the public sector. They come to the following conclusion: "More than ever before, public service managers would agree that employees have a critical impact on an organization's effectiveness. At a time when public service organizations are expected to provide effective and high-quality service in an economy of constant budget cutting, they must be lean and learn to achieve more with less. Thus, they need engaged employees who are proactive and take responsibility in order to achieve the desired performance standards". Taylor (2012) is of the opinion that literature written on Generation Y in Australia indicates that they are different from previous generations to the point that they require new recruitment, management and retention strategies. She further concludes that members of Generation Y who have a high public service motivation are more likely to work in the public sector and the non-profit sector than in the private sector. It appears from the mentioned international research that generational research in the context of employee engagement can benefit the public sector in terms of organisational effectiveness and employee wellbeing, if managers understand these employees' engagement levels.
Research by Olivier (2015) in the South African government shows that during the period 1 January to 3 April 2014 alone, 48 major service delivery protests were staged against local governments, occurring roughly at a rate of a protest every second day. Gauteng and the Eastern Cape were the most protest-ridden provinces in 2014, with the Eastern Cape slightly ahead as of the end of March 2014. According to Leibbrandt and Botha (2014) as cited by Olivier (2015) , the inability to execute strategies is one of the main problems in local government in South Africa today. It is thus obvious that the majority of local governments in South Africa are underperforming, are deemed to be ineffective and are in crisis. The service delivery protests that have occurred at local government level in South Africa over the last few years are a clear indication that ordinary citizens are demanding that municipalities become more effective and start delivering on their constitutional mandate (Olivier, 2015) .
Given the above situation, it appears that a focus on employee engagement can only improve service delivery and employee satisfaction in government institutions in public service in South Africa. As discussed earlier the South African public service has been characterised by inefficiency and ineffectiveness in terms of meeting its mandate of ensuring quality service delivery (Olivier, 2015) . As noted by Maclead and Clarke (2009) , engaged employees have a sense of personal attachment to their work and organisation; they are motivated and able to give of their best to help the organisation succeed -and from that flows a series of tangible benefits for the organisation and individuals alike. The contribution of this research will thus be to validate an employee engagement questionnaire that can be used with confidence in government institutions to assess employee engagement and to suggest strategies for the engagement of employees of the various biographical groups to improve inefficiency and ineffectiveness.
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD
A quantitative research was conducted to validate the engagement instrument for government institutions and to determine if there were any significant differences between the employee engagement levels of the different biographical groupings. A quantitative approach is applied in this research as the authors are concerned with the measurement and quantification of data using a structured questionnaire, descriptive and inferential statistics (Mouton, 2003) .
The aim of the quantitative research was thus to test the validity and reliability of the employee engagement instrument for government institutions. The second aim of the research was to determine if there were any significant differences between the employee engagement levels of the different biographical groupings.
Population and sampling
The database of a research company was used in this study. The database in question consists of 285 000 business people from various industriesincluding government institutions and sizes of business and who occupy different roles, reflecting the profile of the South African working population. The database was permissioned, that is, everybody in the database gave permission to participate in online surveys. An electronic survey, administered by the iFeedback.co.za online data collection portal, was used by means of a mass e-mail invitation over a period of three weeks. Each potential participant received a personalised e-mail stating the purpose of the investigation and that the survey would take approximately 15 minutes to complete and inviting them to participate in the survey on a voluntary, confidential and anonymous basis (Martins, 2015) . The respondents had to rate the items on a fivepoint Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = unsure; 4 = agree; 5 = strongly agree. The results were reported on an aggregated level only, that is, no results could be tied down to any individual (Martins, 2015) . A total of 427 completed questionnaires were received from government participants, i.e. participants not working in the private sector. The demographic profile of the participants is reflected in Table 1 . 
Source: Author's compilation based on survey results
The demographic profile indicates that 59.5% of the respondents were female, 49.6% had completed a minimum of 10 years' service, most (40.7%) were born between 1965 and 1977 and most (60.9%) were white. Most (59.3%) of the respondents indicated that they had a first degree or a postschool qualification indicating that most respondents are well qualified.
Research questionnaire
A quantitative research approach was followed in this study. The Employee Engagement Instrument (EEI) was developed by Nienaber and Martins (2014) . They reported on the validity and reliability of the instrument in the second phase of the research (Nienaber & Martins 2015:16-17) . In the third phase of the research, they conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to confirm the validity of the instrument and compiled a base structural equation model, consisting of the sectors with sufficient responses.
Thereafter they determined the goodness-of-fit indices across the sectors, which was followed by sector model comparisons and testing for invariance across the sectors. The results of the analysis indicated that multi-group invariance could not be assumed for all the sectors. The subsequent results then indicated that two sectors, namely, manufacturing and government institutions, needed to be excluded from the invariance testing to obtain factorial invariance. The validity and reliability of the employee engagement questionnaire pertaining to manufacturing and government institutions need to be determined separately (Martins, 2015) . This has led to the aim of this research, namely, to test the validity and reliability of the instrument for government institutions and to determine if there were any significant differences between the employee engagement levels of the various biographical groups.
Statistical analysis
The survey results were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23. Firstly, the validity and reliability were determined and, secondly, the significant differences, if any, between the various biographical groups were determined. Bartlett's test of sphericity was also calculated. Bartlett's test of sphericity reached high statistical significance, namely, p < .001, indicating that the correlations within the R-matrix were sufficiently different from zero to warrant factor analysis (Martins, 2015) . The communalities indicated values between 0.50 and 0.842. Communality values represent the amount of variance accounted by the factor solution for each variable. Variables with high values are well-represented in the common factor space, while variables with low values are not wellrepresented. All the communality values were above 0.50 and sufficiently high to proceed with the rotation of the factor matrix. To further enhance understanding of the diversity concept within government institutions, a factor analysis (extraction method: principal component analysis; rotation method: oblimin with Kaiser normalisation) was employed to uncover the basic structure underlying employee engagement within a government context. The total variance explained by the eigenvalues was 69.5%. This percentage is above the criterion stated by Hair, Black, Babin and Anderson (2010), namely, that a solution in the social sciences should account for 60% of the variance (or even less) as satisfactory. Principal component factor analysis was preferred due to unconfirmed theoretical perspectives on the concept of employee engagement within a government environment. During factor extraction, the shared variance of a variable is partitioned from its unique variance and error variance to reveal the underlying factor structure where only shared variance appeared in the solution. Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum and Strahan (1999:277) argue that if data are relatively normally distributed, maximum likelihood is the best choice because "it allows for the computation of a wide range of indexes of the goodness of fit of the model [and] permits statistical significance testing of factor loadings and correlations among factors and the computation of confidence intervals". If the assumption of multivariate normality is violated, as is the case with the present data, they recommend principal axis factors. Two factor solutions were extracted -one with six factors and one with seven factors. After the two factor structures had been investigated, the structure which most closely reflected the original factor structure was the seven factor structure. One of the factors was only represented by two statements and was thus rejected. The six factor model, in comparison to the original factor structure, is portrayed below in Table 2 . 
Factor and reliability analyses

Source: Calculated from research results
The above results portray a very similar factor and reliability structure, but with some important changes. The main differences are in respect of the dimensions of organisational commitment and customer service. The two statements that did not load on the two factors are:
− Our organisation has the systems and procedures to support me in providing good customer service (previously grouped under customer service)
− In my team we will finalise a task even if we experience difficulties (previously grouped under team)
Another difference that was noted was that seven statements moved between dimensions. This movement mainly took place between organisational commitment, and strategy and implementation, with four statements that are now grouped under organisational commitment, from the dimension of strategy and implementation. The dimension of organisational commitment was subsequently renamed vision and mission. Most of the statements now focus on aspects in relation to the vision, mission and values, for example: − I am excited by our vision and mission − The organisation's vision for the future is inspiring − My personal values are in line with the organisational values − Our top management communicates the vision and mission to us
The dimension of strategy and implementation was renamed employee encouragement to reflect the current contents:
− Initiative is encouraged in this organisation − Risk-taking is encouraged in this organisation − In our organisation, employees are encouraged to develop ideas to improve work procedures and methods − The way we do things around here encourages high performance All the other dimension labels were kept the same, as they measure the original constructs.
The results of the dimensions show that the dimension of team is overall the most positive (Table 3) . This is also reflected in the analysis of the results of government in respect of the six highest ranked individual questions:
− The first three statements refer to the dimension of manager and the last three to employee encouragement. These two dimensions are also the lowest ranked dimensions (Table 3) for the overall results and for government. Further, two of the lowest ranked statements refer to dissatisfaction with work performance evaluation and performance feedback. 
Biographical differences
The second aim was to determine if any significant differences pertaining to engagement levels could be detected between the various biographical groups.
The results indicate that only two biographical groups, namely, job grade and year born, portray significant differences between the various biographical groups. It is important to note that although whites with more than 10 years of service and with qualifications represent most of the respondents, no overall significant differences were detected in respect of these groups. Overall, the respondents who were born between 1978 and 2000 (Millennials) are significantly more positive than the Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964). The most positive job grade is top management -they are significantly more positive than all the other job grades. On the whole top management is significantly more positive than all the other job grades. Supervisors and employees reflect the lowest levels of engagement overall. A more in-depth analysis of the results indicates the following:
− All job levels experience the dimensions of customer service, immediate manager, organisational commitment/vision and mission, and strategy and implementation/employee encouragement significantly more negatively than top management do.
− Top management experience the dimension of team significantly more positively than employees do.
− The Millennials experience the dimension of organisational satisfaction significantly more positively than the other two generations do.
− The Millennials experience organisational commitment/vision and mission and team significantly more positively than the Baby Boomers do and strategy and implementation significantly more positively than the members of Generation Y do.
− The post-graduate qualification group experience team significantly more positively than the diploma group do. 
DISCUSSION
The first aim of the quantitative research, that is, to test the validity and reliability of the instrument for government institutions, was accomplished by means of factor and reliability analyses. The results of these analyses confirmed the validity and reliability of the employee engagement questionnaire for government institutions. Although the factor structure is very similar, the new structure focuses more on organisational commitment and less on strategy and implementation. The dimension of organisational commitment was renamed vision, mission and values, and the dimension of strategy and implementation was renamed employee encouragement. These labels are more accurate reflections of the constructs. The construct of organisational commitment also fits in better with private business than with government. In government, it appears as if the alignment is more towards setting visions, missions and values than towards individual commitment to the government institution. According to Olivier (2015:193) , if a metropolitan municipality achieves its goals in keeping with its vision and mission and provides the services that it is supposed to provide, leading to customer satisfaction, that municipality's achievement of its goals will affect the degree of organisational effectiveness attributed to it. Given the government environment, it is understandable that strategy and implementation is more a function of the central and local governments than of management teams. Employee encouragement, or encouraging employee involvement in specific local government activities, seems to align more with the government environment. Olivier (2015) summarises the objectives of local government as follows:
− providing democratic and accountable government of local communities − ensuring the provision of services to communities in a sustainable manner − promoting social and economic development − promoting a safe and healthy environment − encouraging the involvement of communities and community organisations in the matters of local government Two of the core concepts in the dimension of employee encouragement, namely, accountability and encouragement are reflected in the objectives above. It also appears from the overall results and the results of the individual statements that team work is already a core element of employee engagement in government institutions. The dimensions and statements that need to be developed are employee encouragement and immediate manager.
The second aim of the research was to determine if there were any significant differences between the engagement levels of the different biographical groupings. This aim was accomplished by the ANOVA analysis. A number of interesting results were noted, for example, the significantly more positive overall results of top management, senior management and the Millennials. Top management experience the dimensions of customer service, immediate manager, vision and mission, strategy and employee encouragement significantly more positively than all the other job levels do. The results thus indicate that the younger employees together with top and senior management experience the highest levels of engagement in government institutions. This finding is supported by research conducted in the United Kingdom (Maclead and Clarke, 2009 ) that indicates that many people, particularly younger employees, want more out of work than simply a wage packet at the end of the week. Towers Perrin, in their 2008 Global Workforce Study regarding employee views, found that the top driver of engagement was senior management demonstrating a sincere interest in employee wellbeing (Maclead and Clarke, 2009 ).
CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The results indicate that the adapted questionnaire, rather than the original, more generic questionnaire, can be used with confidence in government institutions. It is, however, proposed that the questionnaire be tested for validity and reliability again, using a bigger sample to ensure that the factor structure reflects the employee engagement constructs for government.
Government leaders need to take note of the results of this study. The results indicate a positive perception regarding team work in government institutions. On the other hand, it appears as if employee encouragement and the immediate manager are experienced as developmental issues. An important aspect to take note of is the lower levels of engagement of employees in government institutions.
The British Association of Communicators in Business emphasises the importance of the chief executive and the senior management team seeing this issue (that is, employee engagement) as "an integral part of higherlevel strategic activity rather than something they are supposed to do, but that is not a core function (Maclead & Clarke, 2009 ). In relation to government institutions, it is important that South African government leaders recognise the importance and value of employee engagement for their service delivery. Government leaders need to embark on specific actions to improve the engagement levels of their employees.
With regards to the results of the biographical groups, significantly more positive overall results for top management, senior management and the Millennials were founded. Top management experience the dimensions of customer service, immediate manager, vision and mission, strategy and employee encouragement significantly more positively than all the other job grades. The results also indicated that the younger employees together with top and senior management experience the highest levels of engagement in government institutions.
Maclead and Clarke (2009) made a number of important recommendations to the British government. Some of these recommendations on the micro level are, according to the authors, applicable to government institutions in South Africa as well, given the results of the employee engagement survey:
− More support should be devoted to the people skills that are vital to leadership and management and that lie at the heart of engagement. These softer skills include the ability to consult, to engage, to communicate effectively and to have difficult conversations, and interpersonal skills.
− The ability to visit workplaces that are achieving high levels of employee engagement should be improved.
− The ability to access evidence and emerging evidence of the drivers of employee engagement should be improved.
− Coaching should be encouraged. − The ability to listen, possibly online, to line managers and leaders who have been through the journey of enhancing employee engagement should be improved.
− Specific and practical ideas for interventions and events that engage employees should be listened to.
− Networks should be created to pool experiences and to develop new ideas to enhance levels of engagement. This can especially be of value to the millennials and lower grades of employees who appear to experience the work environment differently to the other age groups and the senior job grades.
The above recommendations will improve, in particular, the dimensions of employee encouragement and the immediate manager, which appear to be the main problematic areas pertaining to employee engagement in government institutions.
On the macro level in South Africa, the following recommendations can be considered to improve employee engagement: − Higher education institutions also have an important role to play in extending engagement. Business schools, in general, and specific universities, in particular, have made significant progress in developing people management and leadership (Maclead & Clarke, 2009 ), which can be further extended to focus more on engagement in government institutions.
− There should be a nationwide awareness raising campaign to expose the widest range of companies, businesses and organisations in the public (government institutions) and the private sectors to the potential benefits of employee engagement (Maclead & Clarke, 2009) .
One of the limitations of the study is the small number of government employees who participated in the employee engagement survey. It is proposed that a follow-up survey that includes a broader selection of government institutions be carried out.
